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limited franchise, the precise manner in which the
capitalist system should be run; they were never debating
whether it should be run at all. Each put its immediate
emphasis on one point rather than another; neither ever
laid its emphasis upon those points which might bring the
system itself into question. It is this unity of essential
purpose which made possible continuity of policy.
Whether in the realm of empire, or foreign affairs, of
social principle or of economic method, Liberals and
Conservatives alike could accept without repining the
results of each other's governments because the policy of
neither touched the basic question of the ultimate consti-
tution of property. They conducted the affairs of the
nation upon the agreed principle that this could not be
brought into debate.
They were, of course, perfectly sincere in this, for they
believed that, as a basic question, it was not seriously open
to discussion. The complexion of politics, moreover,
hardly gave them any reason to suppose it was. Until
1874, there were no working-men members of the House
of Commons at all; until 1906 they were hardly more than
a significant handful; until 1922, they were never the
official Opposition, in a position to influence the fate of a
Government. In all those years, moreover, they had never
had an integral part in the formation of policy from within
either of the older, historic parties. Neither thought seri-
ously of them as possible candidates for the House of Com-
mons; an illuminating letter of Mr. Ramsay MacDonald's
makes it plain that inability to secure a Liberal candi-
dature as late as the 1890*3 was the real reason why he
joined forces with Mr. Keir Hardie. It is evident from
contemporary discussion that the formation of the Labour
Representation Committee in 1900 was not felt by either
Conservatives or Liberals to be a matter of any outstanding
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